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Included in my exhibition Birthing Bodies (September 30 – December 30, 2017) at the 
Tang Museum and Art Gallery at Skidmore College was Stan Brakhage’s film Window Water 
Baby Moving (1959) which shows Brakhage’s ex-wife Jane giving birth to their daughter. I 
placed a small notebook in front of the monitor to gather responses on the film and on the 
exhibition, and amidst many affirming comments is one revealing and representative one: “very 
disgusting.” Another time, while walking out of the gallery, I heard a man exiting behind me say 
to another man walking into the gallery: “Don’t go – fucking terrifying.” These comments 
represent the cultural attitude towards birth that provided the impetus for Birthing Bodies in the 
first place: birth, what comes before and after it, and the bodies and subjects that enact it, have 
been and continue to be constructed as repulsive and fearful. In this climate, portrayals of the 
pregnant, birthing, and postpartum body are few and far between. Many women wrote in that 
response book that the film brought them viscerally back to the births of their own children, but 
that they had never before seen a birth. I created Birthing Bodies because I knew that 
representing the pregnant and birthing body as a site of power countered a dominant and 
damaging narrative of birth.  To expand beyond the limitations of creating an exhibition within 
the Tang’s collection, I created a theoretical exhibition and accompanying essay, throughout 
which I continue to ask why this subject — universal, foundational, necessary for our existence 
as a species — is untouchable, in art, academia, politics and popular culture. Despite feminist 
progress in the art world, few artists address the female body’s reproductive capabilities, even 
fewer address birth. The only other exhibition I have found that addresses birth is an upcoming 
exhibition at the Catherine G. Murphy Gallery in St. Paul, Minnesota which revisists Judy 
Chicago's Birth Project (1980-85).  Both the exhibition Birthing Bodies and this theoretical 
exhibition and essay aim to begin filling in the gap in the general public’s visual lexicon, 
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reclaiming the pregnant, birthing, and postpartum body as sites of agency and power, and 
making visible the structures that have constructed those bodies as faulty, frightful, and 
offensive. 
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Birthing Bodies 
The Frances Young Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery at Skidmore College 
September 30 – December 30, 2017 
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Birthing Bodies Labels 
Wall Text 
The act of birth – giving birth, being born – is an act of reciprocity. It confronts us with 
the visceral, often challenging reality of being with and from other people. Birthing 
Bodies explores childbirth through a feminist lens, examining ideas of autonomy, power, and 
liminality. As a ubiquitous event, birth need not be relegated to a strictly female, maternal 
experience; instead, the exhibition explores birth as elemental, an incredible physical feat, and 
perhaps the strongest human lesson in formation and connectivity.  
The works in this exhibition counter the image of the pregnant and birthing body as either 
a romanticized maternal ideal or, within the realm of medicine, a machine: a means of 
production that needs institutional intervention. Instead, the artists of this exhibition represent the 
female body, pregnant body, or birthing body as a site of strength and power. Ultimately, each 
work asks us to consider how we shape and are shaped by each other, and to understand birthing 
bodies as powerful agents rather than helpless subjects.  
Labels 
 
Janine Antoni 
(b. 1964) 
Mary, 2013 
Pit fired ceramic 
Ed. 3/3 
Courtesy of the artist and Luhring Augustine, New York 
       
Mary examines and depicts the process of crowning, the moment during birth where the fetus’ 
head moves through the mother’s pelvis and into the birth canal. The term “crowning” originates 
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from the notion that the mother’s hipbones form a crown atop the fetus’ head at the moment of 
its entrance into the world.  
 
Mary is part of a series of sculptures that Antoni created with the casts of women’s hipbones. 
Antoni forms the vessels on the wheel and then molds them with the hipbone casts, which she 
leaves attached as the vessel hardens. The result is a free-standing vessel that immortalizes the 
act of its creation. The use of three hipbones references the Ding, an ancient Chinese cooking 
object that symbolizes power. Antoni says that her vessels are “womb and bowl, encapsulating 
the internal and external simultaneously.” Mary explores formation, connection, and the 
reciprocal motions of living, prompting us to reflect on how we grow and develop in relation to 
each other.  
 
Stan Brakhage 
(1933-2003) 
Window Water Baby Moving, 1959 
16mm film 
12 minute run time 
 
Window Water Baby Moving is experimental filmmaker Stan Brakhage’s most well-known work. 
The film depicts the home birth of Brakhage’s daughter Myrrena by his then-wife Jane 
Brakhage. Originally filmed on 16mm, the twelve minute film captures the entire process of 
Myrrena’s birth in short, fleeting shots, from Jane’s labor to the postpartum period. The film’s 
non-linear time sequence captures the liminal zone of birth, the often long and difficult processes 
for mother and child of being and becoming. Renowned for its raw intimacy and rarely-shown 
subject, Window Water Baby Moving invites the viewer to participate in the intense event of 
birth. 
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Nancy Spero 
(1969-2009) 
Artemisa II, 1985 
Woodcut in colors with acrylic on paper    
Courtesy of the Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
 
Read from left to right, the three panels in Artemisia II situate the female body as a powerful 
force, one that gathers strength from its inherent connection to movement and to other bodies. 
Phallic objects become playful props, wombs and breasts become spaces from which figures 
emerge. The figures are fluid and dynamic, jumping and dancing around female torsos, dildos, 
and each other. Spero’s figures are drawn from ancient Greek, Roman, and Egyptian mythology. 
Spero states,  
The figures themselves could become hieroglyphs-extensions of a text denoting rites of 
passage, birth to old age, motion and gesture...Woman as activator or protagonist dancing 
in procession… engaged directly or glimpsed peripherally; the eye, as a moving camera, 
scans the re-imaging of women. 
 
This re-imagining of a female-centric mythology situates the female body, in particular its 
reproductive capabilities, as the source of everything, from “birth to old age.” 
 
Kara Walker 
(b. 1969) 
Freedom, a Fable: A Curious Interpretation of the Wit of a Negress in Troubled Times, 1997 
Bound volume of offset lithographs and five laser-cut pop-up silhouettes on wove paper 
Collection of The Tang Teaching Museum, gift of Frank and Patti Kolodny, 2012.20.2.5 
 
“This woman’s body is like our history, starting from places of darkest mystery and capable of 
bringing to light New Worlds,” states the text on this set of pages from Kara Walker’s Freedom, 
a Fable.  Opposite reclines a birthing figure, a Black woman who is smoking a pipe as children 
emerge from between her legs. The text itself reflects the same sentiment as Nancy Spero’s 
figures in Artemisia II: the cyclical journey of life begins, ends, and begins anew within the 
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female body. However, Walker’s figure has not—cannot—find freedom in her physical body. 
Instead, her figure comments on the continuing legacy of slavery in the United States, the theft of 
female agency and denial of the right to have, own, and use one’s own body on one’s own 
terms.  As Walker asks, “Is this a rebirth, or is this a slow death for which one can only seek 
life’s blood?” 
Cindy Sherman 
(b. 1954) 
Untitled (Pregnant Woman), 2002-2004 
Chromogenic print 
Ed. 45/300 
Collection of The Tang Teaching Museum, gift of Ann Schapps Schaffer ’62 and Melvyn S. 
Schaffer, 2016.35.13 
 
Cindy Sherman, whose work famously focuses on shifting and manipulating identities, 
transforms herself into a heavily pregnant woman in this portrait. Standing in profile in order to 
emphasize her prominent belly, Sherman’s hands are clasped behind her back as she makes 
direct eye contact with the viewer. Whereas pregnant women in the media, if shown at all, are 
typically portrayed as being soft, young, and timid – exemplifying traditionally feminine 
qualities—Sherman is both confident and strong, connecting strength with pregnancy.  
Cindy Sherman released this work for a Choice Works auction in 2015. Choice Works, a project 
started by fellow artist Marilyn Minter, raises funds for Planned Parenthood.  
 
Andrea Bowers 
(b. 1965) 
Bellybutton Candydish, 1991 
Silver plated bronze, candy 
Collection of The Tang Teaching Museum, gift of Eileen Harris Norton, 2016.34.3 
 
This silver-plated bronze sculpture is a cast of artist Andrea Bowers’ own bellybutton, in the 
center of which sits a jelly-bean. The viscerality of the piece prompts viewers to engage with 
 10 
their own bodies, perhaps eliciting a hand hovering over a bellybutton, feeling the absence of a 
cord that was once there. What does it mean to us that we were once literally connected to 
another person, sustained through a jelly-bean sized hole in our stomachs?  
 
Birthing Bodies Events 
Birthing Bodies Screening, Talk, and Reception 
Join us at 7:00 pm on November 2 for a screening of Stan Brakhage’s Window Water Baby 
Moving on 16mm film, with a discussion to follow with University of Albany Professor 
Shira Segal. The evening will conclude with a reception. This event is part of programming 
for the exhibition Birthing Bodies, which explores the female, pregnant, and birthing body 
as a site of strength and power. 
 
Shira Segal is the Director of Film Studies at the University at Albany and a feminist 
documentary and experimental film studies scholar. Segal’s dissertation,  Home Movies and 
Home Birth: The Avant-garde Childbirth Film and Pregnancy in New Media was informed 
by her research and work on Stan Brakhage and his birth films.  
 
Birthing Bodies Birth Stories 
Come together at the Tang Museum on Wednesday, November 15, 5:30 pm, for storytelling 
about birth. Tell us about births you’ve had, seen, heard about — anyone who was born is 
invited to join us. 
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Birthing Bodies, an exhibition currently on display, states that the act of giving birth and 
being born is a lesson in reciprocity, the challenging but often-beautiful reality in being with 
and from other people. This birth storytelling event will be a way for people to engage in 
discussion with others about their experiences with birth and how those experiences have 
shaped them. 
If you have art or objects you would like to bring with you as part of your story (belly casts, 
photos, drawings, and so forth) you are invited to bring them. Babes in arms are also 
welcome. 
 
Birthing Bodies Tours 
Curator’s tour, 10/3.  
Curator’s tour, 10/12, as part of Skidmore’s In It 2 Diversity programming. 
Curator’s tour, 10/18 to Professor Onishi’s Scribner Seminar course.  
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Birthing Bodies Checklist 
Janine Antoni 
Mary, 2013 
Pit fired ceramic 
14 x 7 inches 
Edition 3 of 3 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Luhring Augustine, New York 
  
 
Stan Brakhage 
Window Water Baby Moving, 
1959 
16mm film 
12 minute run time 
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Nancy Spero 
Artemisa II, 1985 
Woodcut in colors with acrylic 
on paper   22 ¾ x 111 7/8 x 2 
inches framed per panel 
Courtesy of the Jack Shainman 
Gallery, New York 
  
 
Kara Walker 
Freedom, a Fable: A Curious 
Interpretation of the Wit of a 
Negress in Troubled Times, 
1997 
Bound volume of offset 
lithographs and five laser-cut 
pop-up silhouettes on wove 
paper (edition of 4000) 
9 ¼ x 8 ¼ in. 
Collection of The Tang 
Teaching Museum, gift of Frank 
and Patti Kolodny, 2012.20.2.5 
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Cindy Sherman 
Untitled, 2002-2004 
Chromogenic print 
28 ⅝ x 19 ½ in. 
Collection of The Tang 
Teaching Museum, gift of Ann 
Schapps Schaffer ’62 and 
Melvyn S. Schaffer, 2016.35.13 
 
 
Andrea Bowers 
Bellybutton Candydish, 1991 
Silver plated bronze, candy 
1 x 3/4 x 2 ⅝ in. 
Collection of The Tang 
Teaching Museum, gift of 
Eileen Harris Norton, 2016.34.3 
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Birthing Bodies Installation Images 
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Of Womban Born Checklist 
 
 
Susan Hiller 
10 Months, 1976-7 
 
 
Sherry Millner 
Womb With a View, 
1983 
 
 
Alice Neel 
Margaret Evans 
Pregnant, 1978 
 
 
Stan Brakhage 
Window Water Baby 
Moving, 1959 
 
 
Marni Kotak 
The Birth of Baby X, 
2012 
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Judy Chicago 
Birth Tear, 1982 
 
Rineke Dijkstra 
Afterbirth, 1994 
 
 
 
Jess Dobkin 
Lactation Station, 
2006 
 
 
Ashlee Dean Wells 
4th Trimester Bodies 
Project, 2013 - 
ongoing 
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I. Anatomy is Destiny? 
Pregnancy, Motherhood and Art in Conversation with the Women’s Liberation Movement 
 
The female body — sexualized, objectified, exoticized — has been the subject of the 
male gaze in art for centuries. But where is the pregnant body? Patriarchy has long dictated that 
the female role is one of childbearing and child-rearing, of fertility, domesticity, and nurturance. 
Yet the female body in arguably its most feminine and fertile form is rarely seen in art beyond 
Medieval and Renaissance portrayals within the context of Christianity. For this part of the 
exhibition, I focus on depictions of the pregnant body by female artists in the 1970s and ‘80s in 
dialogue with both feminism as well as a broader societal discomfort with pregnancy. These 
three works are Sherry Millner’s Womb With a View (1983), Susan Hiller’s 10 Months (1977-
79), and Alice Neel’s Margaret Evans Pregnant (1978). Concurrent with the rising momentum 
of the women’s movement was increasing visibility for female artists, yet even within the 
presumably more inclusive women’s movement, female artists who created art on motherhood 
were isolated and unsupported, which resulted in the paucity of works addressing the topic. The 
societal and cultural discomfort with the pregnant body is so deeply embedded that it even 
transcends political and social movements focused on inclusivity and equality. These three works 
scrutinize the societal discomfort with the pregnant form and attribute that discomfort to several 
strict dichotomies: mind/body, male/female, artist/mother, and culture/nature. Each work reveals 
these dichotomies to be limiting and reductive boundaries, as the mother-artists and women-
artists in this exhibition challenge both the societal discomfort with the pregnant form as well as 
the dichotomies themselves. Just as the pregnant form manages to be a liminal zone where one 
entity is indeed two entities, these works and their artists represent pregnancy as capable of being 
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both mind and body, culture and nature, and themselves as capable of being both artists and 
mothers.  
Adrienne Rich in Of Woman Born (1976) states that the most elemental of men’s fears is 
“the ancient, continuing envy, awe, and dread for the female capacity to create life.”1 Rich’s 
statement echoes a broader cultural unease with the female reproductive capacity, one 
historically rooted in humanity’s division of culture and nature. Scholar Robbie Davis-Floyd 
argues that the cultural discomfort with the pregnant body comes from humanity’s desire to 
uphold the illusion that culture controls nature. The pregnant form is a visible reminder that it “is 
nature, not society, that controls the creation of new human beings.”2 Pregnancy is the unnerving 
visual evidence that the ability to create life exists only within the female body. Society’s 
reluctance to realize its ultimate inability to control nature is also the same reason that some 
feminists were and continue to be hesitant to portray pregnancy. The female body is singularly 
capable of continuing the human race, a fact that prompts some to ask: is there truly gender 
equality when the creation and maintenance of each new generation is the sole responsibility of 
women? Radical feminist Shulamith Firestone articulates this argument most powerfully in her 
1970s book The Dialectic of Sex. She suggests that gender equality is possible only when women 
complete “the seizure of control of reproduction,” not just “the full restoration to woman of 
ownership of their own bodies.”3 The dominant culture of the 1970s Firestone is responding to 
advocated an essentialized understanding of womanhood as inextricable from a domestic setting 
characterized by child-rearing and childbearing. Firestone promotes artificial reproduction 
                                               
1 Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1976) in Pamela 
Allara, “‘Mater’ of Fact: Alice Neel's Pregnant Nudes,” American Art 8 (2014): 7.  
2 Robbie Davis-Floyd, Birth as an American Rite of Passage (Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1992), 66.  
3 Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution (New York: 
William Morrow and Company, 1970), 11.  
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technology that relocates the responsibility of child-bearing from women to an external, 
technological source. This technology didn’t exist in 1970 nor does it exist yet. The 
responsibility of continuing the human race — a weight to some, a privilege to others — still 
relies totally upon women.  
The feminist movement that Firestone was part of was responding in part to the counter-
culturalist movement in the United States of the ‘60s and ‘70s. In short, the counterculturalist 
movement advocated for independence, sexual, political, and cultural freedom, and is 
characterized by the stereotypical “hippie” (long hair, communal living, focused on creativity 
and love and so on).4 Yet this freedom-focused lifestyle had its limitations, particularly for 
women. The counter-culturalists “valorized motherhood,”5 and while they challenged the 
American ideal of the nuclear family they relied on an established gender role system where 
women, once again, were left trapped in the domestic sphere. Scholar Lauri Umansky articulates 
the relationship feminists like Firestone had with the counterculturalist movement, saying that 
“Although they were influenced by the cultural left’s critique of traditional domesticity and 
drawn to many of the same values and visions, feminists needed to analyze the nuclear family 
even more critically. That analysis led at times to starkly rejectionist views of marriage and 
motherhood.”6 These divisive views carried over into the art world, perhaps evidenced best by 
the formation and existence of the group Mother Art. 
Mother Art was a collective of “artist-mothers who met through their involvement in the 
Woman’s Building” in Los Angeles.7 The collective, comprising originally of members Christy 
                                               
4 Lauri Umansky, Motherhood Reconceived: Feminism and the Legacies of the Sixties (New 
York: New York University Press, 1996), 17.  
5 Umansky, Motherhood Reconceived, 17.  
6 Umansky, Motherhood Reconceived, 17. 
7 Andrea Liss, Feminist Art and the Maternal (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 
1. 
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Kruse, Suzanna Siegel, Helen Million, and Lauren Silgali, was formed because the Woman’s 
Building, a center for female artists, allowed dogs in the studios but not children.8 Even within a 
movement intended to be inclusionary of all women’s experiences, women who were also 
mothers were excluded. Perhaps this was out of fear that the inclusion of mothers into an already 
precarious feminist-artist movement would devastate it. To re-include motherhood into the 
feminist equation seemed, to some, a return to the older ideals of the nuclear family and of 
women as trapped within the domestic sphere. Marilyn Webb, one of the founding members of 
the radical feminist journal Off Our Backs, in an article on giving birth to her daughter, reports 
her own experience with that paradox, saying, “I gave birth in an ideologically anti-child climate, 
when good feminists didn't have children, and if they did, it was even considered politically 
incorrect to raise a boy child.”9   
Hiller and Millner, both peripherally involved with Mother Art, struggle in their art with 
not only the challenge of being a artist-mother but also with the dichotomies articulated above, 
between mind-body, culture-nature, and feminist-mother. Hiller’s photo series, 10 Months, began 
as a personal record of her pregnancy and then, after the birth of her son, became a work of art 
open to public viewing (Figure 1). 10 Months consists of ten composite photographs representing 
ten lunar months, each 80 x 24 inches, and each accompanied by a small paragraph of text 
below. Each larger photo is a composite of 28 smaller photographs, taken each day of every 
month of Hiller’s pregnancy. In each photo, Hiller’s growing stomach takes up most of the frame 
and is always shown with its curvature facing upwards. She says, “I was just trying to keep a 
record of the internal and external changes of that period… afterwards it became clear to me that 
                                               
8 Andrea Liss, Feminist Art and the Maternal, 2. 
9 Marilyn Webb, “Giving Birth and Birthing Off Our Backs,” Off Our Backs (2005), 21.  
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I had to make a piece of work.”10 While she had started with full-body photographs, she decided 
to just show her stomach, what she called “the section of the body you couldn’t talk about, the 
pregnant part.”11 This phrase, “you couldn’t talk about,” echoes the policing of the pregnant 
body by both society at large, as articulated by Davis-Floyd, as well as the feminist movement, 
as expressed by Firestone. In the text below month six’s images, Hiller specifically addresses her 
frustration with the division created by feminists like Firestone between motherhood and 
feminism. She writes,  
She [Hiller] speaks (as a woman) about everything, although they wish her to 
speak only about women’s things. They like her to speak about everything only if 
she does not speak “as a woman,” only if she will agree in advance to play the 
artist’s role as neutral (neuter) observer. She does not speak (as a woman) about 
anything, although they want her to. There is nothing she can speak of “as a 
woman.” As a woman, she can not speak. 
 
Hiller’s distinction between neutral and neuter speaks to the fact that she feels as if her voice as a 
sexual being (evidenced by proof of her sexuality in her pregnancy) is not welcome as an artist. 
In society, she can speak only “as a woman.” In art, she can not speak “as a woman.” Trapped 
between the dichotomy of mother/woman and artist, Hiller is silenced.  
 Millner finds herself equally silenced by the artist/mother and mind/body dichotomy in 
her work Womb With A View, a forty-minute long exploration of Millner’s pregnancy and 
identity as both an expectant mother and an artist. (Figure 3). The film uses a range of visual 
material from popping balloons, Millner’s own form, and scenes of domestic life to depict the 
contradictory and, for Millner, challenging reality of being pregnant. On the mind/body 
dichotomy, Millner states in the film that “I’ve spent much of the last thirty years denying my 
biology. Classic head - body split… yet now my body seems to determine or condition 
                                               
10 Susan Hiller, Thinking about Art: Conversations with Susan Hiller (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1996), 49.  
11 Hiller, Thinking about Art, 49.   
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everything.” The so-called “classic” mind/body divide reiterates how deeply embedded the 
patriarchal construction of the division of identity — and thus of gender — is. In her book 
Volatile Bodies, scholar Elizabeth Grosz states that dichotomies inherently create hierarchy 
between the two terms, making one the “privileged term,” and the other, “its suppressed, 
subordinated, negative counterpart.”12 The overarching attitude of Millner’s film is one that 
situates her body as subordinate to her mind, and, consequently, her identity as mother as 
subordinate to her identity as artist. She states that she wishes her partner Ernie could have 
carried the baby, saying that she feels “trapped by the biological order. I really wish Ernie could 
be pregnant instead of me...he’s so much more suited to do that — he likes to cook, he’s so much 
more comfortable with his body.”13 Her disassociation with her body as well as discomfort with 
traditionally feminine duties also appears in her anxiety about being both a mother and an artist. 
Later in the film she builds on this fear by showing a nightmare she has of being cut in half, 
saying that, “half of me was an artist. Half of me was a nurturer… a nightmare of split 
commitments.”14 Both Hiller and Millner’s attitude that motherhood and art are irreconcilable is 
representative of a broader tension in the Women’s Liberation Movement of the ‘70s and even in 
contemporary artistic movements.  
 Hiller’s work addresses a second dichotomy as well, the divide between culture and 
nature that discomforts society at large and the feminist movement alike. Her usage of lunar 
months as an organizing theme for her photographs iterates — and perhaps criticizes— the idea 
that women’s bodies are closer to nature than male bodies. Lauri Umansky articulates this by 
saying that “The gendered body also serves as the basis for women’s subordination, because the 
                                               
12 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1994), 3. 
13 Sherry Millner, “Womb With a View,” in Fetal Subjects, Feminist Positions, ed.  Lynn M. 
Morgan et al. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999) 209. 
14 Millner, “Womb with a View,” 214. 
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division of culture and nature results in the domination of nature by culture. Women, with their 
childbearing functions, are perceived as more connected to nature.”15 The dichotomy made 
between culture and nature inherently situates nature as subordinate, and the linking of woman 
with nature situates woman as subordinate in the male-female dichotomy. Hiller, by representing 
her swelling stomach in the visual norms of landscape photography, and then grouping those 
photographs into a lunar cycle, plays into the established subordinate role of women as “earth 
mother,” a role counterculturalists articulated and feminists took a stand against. The 
counterculturalist view of the ideal woman was of “the earth mother… unashamed of her body, 
with milk flowing from her breasts and long hair flowing down her back, both nurturant and 
sexual.”16 Hiller at once plays into this subordinate role of women essentialized as earth mother 
and yet challenges it with her text. In Hiller’s conclusive month ten, her stomach has swollen 
beyond the frame of the image, as if her pregnancy is uncontainable, undefinable by exterior 
boundaries (Figure 2).The text below month ten’s images reads: 
“Seeing” (& depicting)..... natural ‘fact’ (photos) 
“Feeling” (& describing)....cultural artifact (texts) 
She needs to resolve these feelings of stress caused by having internalized two or 
more ways of knowing, believing, and understanding practically everything. She 
affirms her discovery of a way out through “truth-telling”: acknowledging 
contradictions, expressing inconsistencies, doubletalk, ambiguity. She writes that 
she is no longer confused.  
 
 Month ten provides evidence that Hiller’s playing into the earth mother stereotype was an 
exploration of inconsistency, a grappling with a frustrating dichotomy. Where Millner finds only 
constraint in the dichotomies of mother/artist and body/mind, Hiller reconciles her contrasting 
“internalized ways of knowing” and swells, like her stomach, beyond the dichotomized 
                                               
15 Umansky, Motherhood Reconceived, 29.  
16 Umanksy, Motherhood Reconceived, 56.   
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conceptualization of pregnancy, finding an escape in “truth-telling,” the sharing of her personal 
experiences as they exist within and without the dichotomies crafted by society and feminism.  
Outside of the challenges faced within the feminist movement of depicting pregnancy and 
motherhood is the artist Alice Neel. Alice Neel never self-identified with the feminist movement, 
nor was she ever a vital part of the women's liberation movement. Yet her series of pregnant 
nudes, painted during the start of the movement, are in conversation with second wave feminism, 
and similar in ethos to that of artists closer to the heart of the movement like Millner or Hiller. 
Her pregnant portraits also illuminate the broader cultural discomfort with the pregnant form, 
attributing it to both the nature/culture and female/male dichotomies.  
 Neel painted seven pregnant nudes between 1964 and 1978, and said of painting 
pregnancy that: “People out of false modesty, or being sissies, never showed it, but it’s a basic 
fact of life… . Something the primitives did, but modern painters have shied away from because 
women were always done as sex objects. A pregnant woman has a claim staked out; she is not 
for sale.”17 The phrase “being sissies” echoes the discomfort that society - particularly men - had 
and arguably have with pregnancy being visible. Modest clothing and homebirths contributed to 
keeping pregnancy a private, domestic scene, out of the public eye. Only in the latter half of the 
twentieth century did we even begin to publicly address other women’s pregnant bodies in more 
explicit terms such as pregnant or the more derogatory “knocked up,” instead of relying on 
phrases like “in the family way.” Scholar Robbie Davis-Floyd addresses these euphemisms as 
“helping mask” that pregnancy is the ultimate proof that nature still has power over culture.18 
Davis-Floyd elaborates on this argument by saying that a pregnant woman, “unlike all other 
human beings, holds two individuals in one body. This undeniable but highly anomalous 
                                               
17 The Institute of Contemporary Art Boston, “Margaret Evans Pregnant,” 
https://www.icaboston.org/art/alice-neel/margaret-evans-pregnant. 
18 Davis-Floyd, Birth as an American Rite of Passage, 66.  
 28 
phenomenon of nature refutes at least two of our culture’s most powerfully held categories - the 
cultural idea of one individual per body, and the mathematical law that one does not equal 
two.”19 On one hand, this understanding of pregnancy situates the female body as superior to the 
male body, with almost super-natural abilities, yet on the other hand it echoes the attitude of 
disgust and fear at the pregnant body.  
One of Neel’s pregnant portraits is particularly powerful at representing, as Neel said 
herself, the female form as an anti-sex object. Margaret Evans Pregnant shows a pregnant 
Margaret Evans, sitting rigidly upright in an upholstered chair, with a mirror behind her 
reflecting her image (Figure 4). Her hands grasp the seat of the chair tightly, as if for support, 
pulling her body up as gravity threatens to pull her swollen stomach down. Her breasts lay on the 
curve of her stomach, and her nipples are large and darkened, a typical feature of later 
pregnancy. Her skin-tone is yellowed, her legs appear bruised, and she looks exhausted. Her 
reflection in the mirror and her shadow on the wall behind her both show an almost eerie, 
stretched out figure. Viewers are aware, at once, of both Evans’ remarkable ability to sustain 
another life within her body as well as her physical discomfort at doing so. In Women and Their 
Bodies, a 1970s Our Bodies Ourselves educational pamphlet (Figure 5), a male doctor’s writing 
on pregnancy is cited as an example of patriarchal views of motherhood at the time. It says, “a 
woman is likely to glow and look more beautiful during this period while her body is fulfilling 
its ultimate physical function.”20 Women and Their Bodies, rightfully so, critiques this train of 
thought as being reductionist, misogynistic, and traditionalist — women have no “ultimate 
function” as they, as individuals, are not functional objects but diverse subjects. In defiance to 
this myth, Margaret Evans has the anti-glow – pale, exhausted, and bruised. By representing 
                                               
19 Davis-Floyd, Birth as an American Rite of Passage, 66.  
20 Boston Women’s Health Collective, Women and Their Bodies (Boston: Boston Women’s 
Health Collective, 1970), 109.  
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pregnancy as simultaneously the impressive ability to sustain two lives in one body as well as 
showing the female nude as an anti-sex object, Neel, like Hiller, acknowledges the potentially 
limiting dichotomies of representing the pregnant form even as she defies them.  
Just as the pregnant form is capable of containing two entities within one, Hiller, Millner, 
and Neel represent the pregnant woman as expansive beyond limiting dichotomies. Pregnancy, 
as a “liminal state,”21 constantly evolves, a 10-month-long expansion, a state where women can 
continuously take up more space becoming continuously and increasingly “unstable and 
uncontainable.”22 By revealing the dichotomies of nature/culture, body/mind, woman/man, and 
exposing them as limiting and patriarchal constructs, the three works advocate for the pregnant 
form as a valuable and interesting artistic source.  
 
Figure 1, Susan Hiller, 10 Months, 1976-7 
 
                                               
21 Umansky, Motherhood Reconceived, 29.  
22 Umansky, Motherhood Reconceived, 11.  
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   Figure 2, Susan Hiller, 10 Months, 1976-7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3, Sherry Millner, Womb With a View, 1983 
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Figure 4, Alice Neel, Margaret Evans Pregnant, 1978 
Figure 5, Boston Women’s Health Collective, 
Women and Their Bodies, 1970 
 32 
II. Conceiving of the Birthing Body: Visual Representations of Birth in Conversation with 
the Technocratic and Physiological Models of Childbirth 
 
If there is a shortage of art on pregnancy, there is nearly a complete absence of artwork 
on childbirth. How could that be true? What makes birth so untouchable by art? The three works 
chosen for this part of the show – which are three out of approximately a dozen existing 
contemporary works on childbirth – are Stan Brakhage’s Window Water Baby Moving (1959), 
Judy Chicago’s Birth Tear (1982), and Marni Kotak’s The Birth of Baby X (2011).23 Modern and 
contemporary art often addresses sex, and sex — and consent, and sexual attitudes and 
expressions, and reproductive rights when it comes to birth control and abortion — is a topic of 
conversation that almost constantly comes up in 21st- century news. Yet in all of this talk about 
sex, we rarely, if ever, talk about the possible consequences of it: birth. Childbirth, in all of its 
contexts — familial, medical, spiritual, etc. — remains firmly outside of discussion, both within 
the art world and outside of it. Birth is an immensely impressive biological process as well as a 
transformative life event; it also remains at once a universal human event and a personal, 
intimate event in the life of a family. Birth is a microcosm of our culture; the shocking absence 
of visual representations of birth constitutes a loss of understanding for academia and art history 
of broader socio-political and cultural forces. The three chosen works are influenced by their 
respective socio-political contexts when it comes to cultural attitudes of birth; while Brakhage’s 
work reiterates a harmful narrative sourced from the technocratic model of birth, Kotak and 
Chicago’s works, in contrast, show an unusual narrative of physiological or “natural”  birth. 
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Ultimately, the works show a linear evolution of birth practices in the United States, and aim, 
optimistically, at a future that values physiological birth and gives birthing people control.  
Understanding the social history of childbirth in the United States is central to 
understanding the artistic depictions of childbirth in this exhibition. Childbirth, long an event 
attended by women and happening at home, transitioned swiftly in the 20th century to occurring 
in hospitals and attended by male doctors. In 1910, midwives were still delivering about fifty 
percent of America’s babies, but by 1973 they were handling less than one percent of 
deliveries.24 This transition — from women to men, from the private to the public, from hands-
off support to heavy intervention — radically changed the landscape of childbirth from one 
where birth was a typical family event to one where birth was seen as an event that needed to be 
controlled and interfered with by male doctors. The fear around childbirth that was created and 
maintained by the medical maternal and infant care system is still the dominating dialogue 
around childbirth in the United States, with devastating consequences: in the U.S. currently, 
more than one third of births are via cesarean section25 and our maternal mortality rate is similar 
to that of many developing countries.26 The complexities, challenges, and nuances of the history 
and current culture of childbirth in the United States are beyond the scope of this essay, but for 
understanding the works on childbirth in this exhibition I will briefly describe two competing 
models of childbirth, the technocratic model as articulated by Robbie Davis-Floyd and the 
physiological birth model as articulated by one of the most well-known American midwives, Ina 
May Gaskin.  
                                               
24 Tina Cassidy, Birth: The Surprising History of How We Are Born (New York: Grove Press, 
2007), 31. 
25 National Center for Health Statistics, “Birth- Method of Delivery,” 
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/delivery.html.  
26 Nina Martin, “U.S. has the Worst Rate of Maternal Deaths in the Developed World,” NPR, 
May 12, 2017.  
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 In the technocratic model of obstetric care, the hospital based childbirth system removes 
power from the mother and transfers that power and authority to the male obstetrician. The 
theory, Davis-Floyd says, relies on the mind-body divide: “the human body is a machine. The 
male body is metaphorized as a better machine than the female body, because in form and 
function it is more machine-like - more consistent and predictable, less subject to the vagaries of 
nature (i.e., more cultural and therefore better) and consequently less likely to break down.”27 If 
the female body is a faulty machine, then childbirth, as the most intense physical experience with 
the highest stakes the female body experiences, is an event that needs maximum interference by 
obstetricians. In the following paragraph, Davis-Floyd narrates the experience of a laboring 
women in the technocratic model of care: 
Shortly after entry into the hospital, the woman will be symbolically stripped of 
her individuality, her autonomy, and her sexuality as she is “prepped” a multi-step 
procedure in which she is separated from her husband, her clothes are removed, 
she is dressed in a hospital gown and tagged with an ID bracelet, her pubic hair is 
shaved or clipped (conceptually returning her body to a state of childishness) and 
she is ritually cleansed with an enema. Now marked as institutional property, she 
may be returned to her husband, if he chooses to be present, and put to bed… as 
the moment of birth approaches, there is an intensification of actions performed 
on the woman, as she is transferred to a delivery room, placed in the lithotomy 
position, covered with sterile sheets and doused with antiseptic, and an 
episiotomy is performed.28 
 
The procedures performed on the woman serve to maintain her subordinate position to the male 
obstetrician, and ultimately reiterate to her the incapability and faultiness of her body. The lithotomy 
position (lying flat on the back with knees bent and legs open) as well as the episiotomy (a procedure 
                                               
27 Davis-Floyd, Birth as an American Rite of Passage, 90. 
28 Davis-Floyd, Birth as an American Rite of Passage, 114. I assume that David- Floyd’s 
reference to “husband” here is in an attempt to paint a picture of the most normative birth 
experience in the United States, that of a married heterosexual couple in a hospital. It is still 
worth stating that not every birthing person is a woman, and many couples are not in 
heterosexual relationships.  
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where the tissue beneath the vaginal opening is cut open to widen the birth canal) literally and 
figuratively situate the birthing women as subordinate to the male obstetrician.  
 In contrast to the technocratic model, which is still the dominant model of care in hospitals, is the 
physiological birth model, in which birth is “powered by the innate human capacity of the woman and 
fetus,”29 and based on a model of care that doesn’t interfere with the labor and birth process. Midwifery 
care is based on trust in the physiological birth process, and the ability of women to give birth. In 
complete contrast to the technocratic model of care, physiological birth situates the mother as a capable, 
autonomous agent, and as an embodied individual. The female body is not viewed as a machine, nor is it 
seen as separate from the mind — the holistic mind-body connection is emphasized in midwifery care 
and in physiological birth. 30 On the body as machine, Ina May Gaskin, the midwife at the forefront of 
the natural birth movement of the 1970s, famously said that 
Your body is not a lemon. You are not a machine. The Creator is not a careless 
mechanic. Human female bodies have the same potential to give birth as well as 
aardvarks, lions, rhinoceri, elephants, moose, and water buffalo. Even if it has not 
been your habit throughout your life so far, I recommend that you learn to think 
positively about your body.31 
 
Supporters of the physiological birth model believe that the artificial induction of labor, episiotomies, an 
unsupportive and harsh environment, and the separation of mother and infant lead to worse mental and 
physical outcomes for both.32 
 These two contrasting models of maternal care have implications beyond healthcare, expanding 
into politics, popular culture, and, for the purposes of this exhibition, art. The impact of the technocratic 
model is witnessed in Stan Brakhage’s work, and connects to broader themes of feminism, artistic 
                                               
29 ACNM, MANA, and NACPM, “Supporting Healthy and Normal Physiologic Childbirth,” The 
Journal of Perinatal Education 22 (2013): 15.   
30 ACNM, MANA, and NACPM, “Supporting Healthy and Normal Physiologic Childbirth,” 15.  
31 Ina May Gaskin, Ina May’s Guide to Childbirth (New York: Bantam Publishing, 2003), 141-
142.  
32 ACNM, “Supporting Healthy and Normal Physiologic Childbirth,” 15.    
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creation, and the lived experience as artistic source. Kotak and Chicago also center the lived experience 
in their works, but from a feminist perspective. Brakhage’s usage of Jane’s lived experience as artistic 
source while simultaneously situating her as the passive subject of his camera’s gaze is far different 
from both Kotak and Chicago’s centering of actual women’s experiences, bodies, and stories.  
While Brakhage intended Window Water Baby Moving to be a joyful representation of birth, his 
intentions are overshadowed by the film’s clear illustration of the effects of the technocratic model, 
particularly the segmentation of mind and body as a patriarchal construct. Window Water Baby Moving 
is a 12 minute long, 16 mm film depicting the birth of Stan Brakhage’s first baby Myrrena by his then-
wife Jane Brakhage (Figure 6).The film goes back and forth in brief shots of Jane, before labor, in a tub, 
and Jane in the midst of labor, a disjunction that also highlights the tension between the film as a joyful, 
feminist film versus a reiteration of the technocratic model as understood through the artistic male gaze. 
The film was produced in 1959, an era where men were not even allowed in the delivery room. To 
bypass this, Brakhage hired a doctor and nurse from the hospital to come attend the birth at their home. 
The film is one of the only art-films made on birth, and is also one of the only works on childbirth made 
by a man. Brakhage conveys in the film his clear admiration and wonder at the birth process, and at his 
beloved wife. Yet the shots of Jane — first in the tub, beautifully lit, glowing, young and pretty — and 
then later, on a bed, mostly zoomed in on her vagina, bleeding, and then stretching for the birth of the 
baby, create a segmentation of Jane, the subject, that in conjunction with the birth practices of the time, 
reinforces the technocratic model. The film initially shows Jane holistically, showing her entire body, 
smiling face, and her swollen belly. As labor begins, we as viewers are suddenly confronted with a shot 
of Jane’s vagina, once covered in hair, now completely hairless, and Jane laying flat on her back on the 
bed, in the lithotomy position Davis-Floyd mentions. The second half of the film zooms in so that Jane’s 
vagina often occupies the entire frame, only sometimes showing her face, scrunched in pain. While the 
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film formed from a desire to work against the norm — have a homebirth, involve the father — when the 
actual labor comes around, Jane is put through some of the main tenets of the technocratic model. The 
segmentation of her body and the divide between her reproductive organs and her face that Brakhage 
sets up fragments Jane’s identity as an active subject and places her in the position of a more vulnerable 
object, an artistic experience of the same technocratic model of birth that occurred in hospitals then and 
now.   
Brakhage, filming in an era when men didn’t participate in birth even as viewers, faced 
social and political repercussions when Window Water Baby Moving came out. He says, 
defending the film,  “..there are images, yes, that look painful, but also they are intercut with 
quite intentionally the truth which was her joy... So I fancy that a full looking at the film would 
show, as much as pictures can, something about childbirth that, at least for me and most of my 
contemporaries up to this point, was absolutely invisible, except to many women who had had 
one, you know. But they weren’t expected to talk about that.”33 Indeed, childbirth was so 
invisible that when Brakhage began to show the event he was investigated for pornography, and 
actually stopped from screening the film several times based on this charge. Brakhage states 
about this censorship that “the idea of childbirth being somehow pornographic has always been 
offensive and disgusting to me.”34 To most, the idea of the birth of a child would seem at odds 
with pornography, yet the visibility of the vagina in both and the censorship of the female body 
in the United States evidently can confuse the two. Indeed, the act of giving birth is a far 
different, and arguably far more agentic process for the vagina than pornography is.  
Chicago and Kotak both contribute to an iconographic tradition that situates the vagina as 
agentic by depicting physiological childbirth. The Birth Of Baby X (Figure 7) and Birth Project 
                                               
33 Shira Segal, “Home Movies and Home Birth – The Avant-Garde Childbirth Film and 
Pregnancy in New Media” (PhD Diss., Indiana University, 2012), 144. 
34 Segal, “Home Movies and Home Birth, 55.  
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(Figure 9) are in complete opposition to the technocratic model and misogynistically constructed 
understandings of childbirth witnessed in Brakhage’s work. The Birth of Baby X was a 
“durational performance” at the Microscope Gallery in New York City that consisted of Kotak 
setting up a “birthing room” within the gallery and a plan for “baby X” to be born, in the gallery, 
as a performance. In contrast to Jane Brakhage’s reluctant “performance” of her daughter’s birth, 
the audience’s presence was central to Kotak’s performative, literally self-centered work. All 
went as planned and Kotak delivered a healthy baby boy with the support of a midwife and doula 
while audience members looked on. Kotak, whose work “presents her life experiences as works 
of art,”35 believes that “giving birth is the highest form of art.”36 Chicago similarly turns birth 
and life experiences into art, saying that “as I listened and studied and read,  I realized that it was 
not only birth I was learning about, but also the very nature of these women’s lives, and that both 
of these subjects were shrouded in myth, mystery, and stereotype. I knew that I wanted to dispel 
at least some of this secrecy.”37 Kotak dispels secrecy by putting the birth process and her 
powerful body on display. 
 “In childbirth, one experiences all the natural power of a woman’s body, and in the 
practice of institutionalized childbirth one experiences all the faces of woman’s oppression,”38 
states Susan Griffin, an artist quoted in Chicago’s book. In The Birth of Baby X, Kotak displays 
the natural power of her birthing body and situates it as art. The work received media push-back 
for various reasons; some people were concerned about the safety of giving birth in a gallery (no 
different from a home birth with a licensed nurse midwife), while others criticized Kotak’s work 
                                               
35 Microscope Gallery, “Marni Kotak: The Birth of Baby X,” 
http://www.microscopegallery.com/?page_id=4249.  
36 Todd Venezia, “Brooklyn performance artist to give birth before audience in gallery,” The 
New York Post, October 8, 2011. 
37 Judy Chicago, The Birth Project (New York: Doubleday, 1985), 6.  
38 Chicago, The Birth Project, 17.  
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for being narcissistic and ego driven. While Kotak's claim that her life sources exceptional art 
may be egocentric, her radically embodied birth experience does not strike me as such. Instead, 
one has to wonder if what critics call narcissism is actually what a woman birthing independently 
looks like. 
While Kotak uses only her own experience as artistic source, Chicago’s Birth Project was 
born out of a collaborative creation process over five years, sourcing from hundreds of women’s 
birth experiences and created by hundreds of volunteers nationwide. Chicago drew the designs 
for each of the works but volunteer needleworkers and sewers across the country produced them. 
All eighty of the works consist mainly of fiber arts – embroidery, needlepoint, and other sewing 
techniques, reflecting Chicago’s interest in reusing traditionally feminine mediums for feminist 
goals. Chicago, originally influenced by myths of creation, sought to create a project on birth, 
but was shocked – as I was – by the lack of existing birth imagery.39 She says: “I was struck 
dumb when my research turned up almost none. It was obvious that birth was a universal human 
experience and one that is central to women’s lives… attracted to the void, I plunged into the 
subject.”40 As a whole, the project seeks to produce an iconographic tradition of childbirth and 
the vagina and birthing body, as well as reinstate the female body as the universal source.  
 Chicago’s work Birth Tear, one work within The Birth Project speaks to Chicago and 
Kotak’s goals of making visible the physiological process of vaginal birth as well as situating the 
birthing body as agentic. Chicago, in researching and creating both The Dinner Party and The 
Birth Project, was struck by the seemingly impossible image of an energetically dominative 
                                               
39 Chicago was in part influenced by the performance piece Birth Trilogy (1972) a performance 
by Womanhouse that is one of the few known works on birth. Using movement and dance, six 
women symbolically gave birth to each other and then nurtured each other, a commentary on the 
“birth/mothering/nurturing part of female existence.” 
(http://www.womanhouse.net/performances-1/izv71l9glntj3fvd90mnttltz60yhw)  
40 Chicago, The Birth Project, 6. 
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vagina. She states that “it took me years to be able to create an active vaginal form. There’s 
almost no iconographic tradition for this.”41 Chicago states that “I have approached the subject of 
birth with awe, terror, and fascination and have tried to present different aspects of this universal 
experience – the mythical, the celebratory, and the painful.” 42 The painful can be witnessed in 
Birth Tear (Figure 9), where Chicago shows a birthing woman in a reclined squat, pulling her 
legs back, with her head back and mouth open in pain. The work consists of an effeminate pink 
sateen fabric with needlework that seems to emanate from the figure. A large tear divides the 
birthing woman’s body in half, while radiating lines emit from her body, some of them gathering 
into a vaginal and ovum like shape that wraps around the figure’s leg. The dynamic and 
exaggerated motion of the tear conveys to the viewer the pain the figure is in; yet, in contrast to 
Brakhage’s exploitation of Jane’s pain, the figure is energetically and positionally active. The 
viewer sees her holistically, not in segments, despite the dividing action of the tear. This focus on 
the birthing figure as a center radiating outwards is the opposite of Brakhage’s portrayal of Jane 
which focuses on his inward, invasive male gaze. The distinction between seeing the birthing 
body as active versus passive is the distillation of the difference between the technocratic and 
natural birth models.  
 Chicago concludes her book that summarizes The Birth Project by saying that “I 
certainly do not feel that I have even begun to convey all that the birth experience is like. I have 
only tried to suggest, through my art, that this is a subject worth confronting.”43 No three works 
on one subject could accurately convey the depth of that subject, and that holds true for these 
three works on birth. My search, nearly forty years after Chicago’s, revealed just as much of a 
                                               
41 Arlene Raven, “Womanhouse,” in The Power of Feminist Art: The American Movement of the 
1970s, History and Impact, ed. Norma Broude et al. (New York: Harry Abrams, 1994), 231.  
42 Chicago, The Birth Project, 7.  
43 Chicago, The Birth Project, 7. 
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void as she discovered. Yet revealing constructs such as the technocratic model that make birth 
seem too fearful, too disgusting, and too anti-feminist to confront is a step towards a more 
comprehensive cultural and artistic investigation of the subject. Birth provides us with a different 
lens from which to view the naked female body and specifically the vagina; far from the 
passivity and subordination of pornography is the birthing vagina, expansive, exerting outwards, 
the ultimate creative source. 
 
Figure 6, Stan Brakhage, Window Water Baby Moving, 1959 
    Figure 7, Marni Kotak, The Birth of Baby X, 2012    
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 Figure 9, Judy Chicago,Birth Tear, 1982 
  
 43 
 
III. The “Leaky” Body: The Breastfeeding and Postpartum Body in Society and Art 
 
A quick google search on breastfeeding controversies brings up countless articles about 
women being asked to cover up or leave establishments while nursing their children. Breasts, 
while ubiquitous in our visual lexicons as sexual objects, are rarely seen for their original 
biological purpose of infant sustenance. Breastfeeding also introduces more material on 
conceptualizing the female reproductive ability in conversation with feminism and cultural 
understandings of womanhood. The three artists in this part of the exhibition who represent the 
breastfeeding and postpartum body situate these biological facets of their bodily experiences as 
falling in two categories; one, as a challenge and exploration of the human understanding of 
bodily fluids — particularly female bodily fluids — as foul, and two, as a radically normalized 
part of daily life for mothers. As a whole, these works counter the dominant cultural 
understanding of breasts as acceptable only in a sexual context, and normalize the “leaking” 
female body. 
The three works that represent the breastfeeding and postpartum body in this exhibition 
section are Rineke Dijkstra’s Afterbirth (1994), Jess Dobkin’s Lactation Station (2012), and 
Ashlee Dean Wells 4th Trimester Bodies Project (2013- ongoing). Dijkstra’s Afterbirth consists 
of three life-size portraits of mothers who have just given birth, each shown in their home with 
their newborn. Similarly, Well’s 4th Trimester Bodies Project, which is an ongoing art project on 
social media that “celebrates the uncensored beauty of motherhood,” shows mothers with their 
children, often shown breastfeeding. A more pointed exploration of breastfeeding itself can be 
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found in Dobkin’s Lactation Station, a performance piece in gallery and museum spaces where 
breastmilk is served and analyzed like fine wine or cheese.  
 The female body’s propensity for creating and releasing fluids has been used to reiterate 
its faultiness and subordinate status. Just as patriarchy dictated the pregnant body and birthing 
body as unseeable and imperfect, yet the only legitimate female role, it also constructed the 
understanding of female bodily fluids as disgusting. Blood, urine, and tears are universal bodily 
fluids, yet the female body additionally produces amniotic fluid, menstrual blood and breastmilk. 
Grosz states that these fluids have “different indices of control, disgust, and revulsion:”44 most 
revolting, menstrual blood and breastmilk, least, tears. Just as society’s discomfort with the 
pregnant body can be attributed to the human desire to maintain the illusion of control over 
nature, society’s understanding of these fluids as disgusting is attributed to our desire to contain 
and control the human body and the spaces it inhabits. Grosz situates these fluids as a “testimony 
of the fraudulent impossibility of the clean and proper.”45 Yet while these fluids are understood 
as being disgusting, they also are an integral part of the physical experience of a new mother. 
The production of a new human being necessitates the creation and release of different fluids — 
amniotic fluid, blood after birth as the uterus shrinks down to its original uninhabited size, and 
breast milk that typically engorges breasts several days after birth (even for women who end up 
formula feeding their infants).  
 Both Afterbirth and Lactation Station challenge the societal conception of female fluids 
as disgusting and resituate them as necessary and common realities. Afterbirth, which consists of 
three portraits of three new mothers, Julia, Tecla, and Saskia, shows the immediate postpartum 
body with its unavoidable fluids as both a stark and joyful reality (Figure 9). The life-size scale 
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45 Grosz, Volatile Bodies, 194.   
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and blunt stares of the women depict a radically honest view of new motherhood. Julie wears 
hospital issued “underwear” to absorb blood, and Tecla stands naked with blood running down 
one leg, almost reaching the floor. Both mothers cradle their red, wrinkly newborns in their arms, 
and Tecla is breastfeeding hers. Contrary to the depiction of naked women as sexual objects, the 
subjects of Afterbirth are shown as neither sexual objects, blissful maternal ideals, or revolting, 
fallible bodies. Instead, their “leaking,” porous bodies are shown in unflinching detail as the 
reality of what it takes to produce and sustain their infants.  
 Whereas Dijkstra situates female bodily fluids as acceptable realities by showing new 
mothers and their fluids (and babies) as inseparable, Dobkin takes a different approach, 
separating breast milk from its source — the breast — and bringing it into an art environment. 
Lactation Station brought to several different gallery spaces a tasting of half a dozen donated 
breast milks (Figure 10). Dobkin, facilitating the event, would offer guests a sip of breastmilk, 
and they would analyze its various tastes, similar to a wine sampling. On this separation of milk 
and breast, scholar Rachel Butler states that: “By addressing the social discomfort around the 
concept of milk-tasting, Dobkin’s performances implicitly confront the larger issue of social 
discomfort with breastfeeding in general.”46 Instead of Dijkstra’s portraits in the homes of 
mothers, breastfeeding for Dobkin’s piece is brought into the public sphere, and separated from 
its original source. With the breasts — and, inherently, the breastfeeding mothers — removed 
from the sight of the audience, breast milk becomes a substance in its own right, without the 
implications of its attachment to the female body. While this separation may indeed encourage 
audience members to reflect on their own preconceptions about breastfeeding, it also represents a 
damaging binary established earlier in this essay, between nature and culture. The removal of the 
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breast/breastfeeding mother and the attempt to elevate breastmilk to the cultural status of wine 
forges a distinction between bodily producer and product that leaves the producer behind, 
reinforcing the belief that the female body is inherently natural and subordinate to more cultured 
bodies. Perhaps more compelling would be a piece that allowed viewers to interact with both the 
breastfeeding person and the breastmilk, still raising questions of the social acceptability of 
breastfeeding – hygiene, sexuality, emasculation and infantilization for male viewers – yet not 
reproducing a limiting dichotomy.  
 The lack of visual representation of unaltered postpartum bodies maintains societal 
reluctance to accept them. Discussion of “post-baby” bodies is centered around “snapping back” 
and returning to “pre-baby weight,” and rarely - if ever - is about the post-baby body as a body in 
a transitional state, and, in the case of the breastfeeding body, a body that is still providing for a 
baby. In popular magazines, the most viewers see of a postpartum body is a glossy, polished 
celebrity before and after picture. President Trump famously said to Melania that she could only 
have a baby if she promised to get her body back afterwards.47 The continuing lack of 
representation of the bleeding, swollen, milky body reiterates to new mothers that their bodies 
are faulty, repellent, and in need of control and coverage. Dijekstra counters this with her blunt 
portraits of new mothers’ bodily realities, and comments on the need for representation in the 
following quote about when Afterbirth was shown in galleries:  
a lot of women came to me and said, you know it’s really great that you make 
these photographs because it’s really the way it is but nobody ever shows it, and 
I can recognize myself in it. And the men were all like, you can’t show a woman 
like that.48 
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The phrase “like that” speaks to the continued obscuring of the postpartum body and its complete 
physicality.  
 Dedicated entirely to the representation and reclamation of the postpartum body is Ashlee 
Dean Wells’ 4th Trimester Bodies Project, an ongoing photography project that captures the 
“uncensored beauty of motherhood.”49 Wells travels around the country photographing parents 
— mostly mothers, but some gender non-conforming and trans individuals — with their 
children. Each portrait is shown with an accompanying caption with the story of that individual’s 
experience of motherhood. Many of the stories involve loss and trauma, and yet many of them 
are also joyful celebrations of motherhood and parenthood. The subjects of the portraits are often 
shown breastfeeding, and Wells, reflecting the reality of diversity in the United States, portrays a 
tremendous diversity of bodies of all races, sizes, shapes, and ages. The project started with 
Wells’ self-portrait of her postpartum body with her daughter, who had a stillborn twin sister 
(Figure 11). Wells’ portrait shows her tattooed, curvy stomach with a cesarean section scar, and 
her baby breastfeeding, challenging societal norms of female beauty, which Wells continues to 
do by showing postpartum bodies in their uncensored diversity. The project, according to Buller, 
strives to “honor and make visible the vast array of women’s postpartum bodies, and to use these 
photography sessions as a means to highlight women’s choices and varied experiences in birth, 
breastfeeding, and mothering.”50 The 4th Trimester Bodies Project has more than sixty thousand 
followers on instagram, which speaks to its success at representing the postpartum body, and also 
speaks to the need — just as Dijekstra’s work did — of increased visibility of the reality of the 
postpartum body.  
                                               
49 Ashlee Dean Wells, “Mission Statement,” http://www.4thtrimesterbodiesproject.com/mission/. 
50 Buller, “Performing the Breastfeeding Body,” 4.  
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Wells’ mission statement says “Collectively we are healing, we are empowering, we are 
transforming, and we are normalizing.”51 Dijekstra and Wells strive to challenge the societal 
understanding of the pregnant and breastfeeding body as disgusting by representing and 
depicting the breastfeeding and postpartum body as both normal and empowered. Dobkins’ work 
fails at representing the breastfeeding and postpartum body – instead falling into an patriarchally 
established dichotomy where the female body is made invisible – yet Lactation Station still 
challenges the societal discomfort around breastfeeding. Facing viewers with the reality of the 
physical effects of bringing and sustaining new life normalizes the postpartum body and 
demands respect for it. It also asks for societal respect for all female bodies, confronting societal 
norms and judgements of the leaky female body as fallible, or subordinate to male bodies. These 
three artists represent the postpartum female body as powerful not in spite of its fluidity but 
because of it. Grosz echoes this sentiment when she states that the female body is constructed 
“not as a cracked or porous vessel, like a leaking ship, but a formlessness that engulfs all form, a 
disorder that threatens all order.”52 
 
                                               
51 Dean Wells, “Mission Statement,” http://www.4thtrimesterbodiesproject.com/mission/.  
52 Grosz, Volatile Bodies, 203.  
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Figure 9, Rineke Dijkstra, Afterbirth, 1994 
 
 
Figure 10, Jess Dobkin, Lactation Station, 2006 
 
Figure 11, Ashlee Dean Wells, 4th 
Trimester Bodies Project, 2013 - ongoing 
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As I conclude this year long project, a landmark moment has happened for the artistic study of 
the birthing body. Part of the Museum of Modern Art’s newest photography exhibition, Being: 
New Photography (March 18 – August 19, 2018) includes a work by artist Carmen Winant titled 
My Birth (2018), constituting more than two thousand birth images. These images, found in 
educational pamphlets, books, and magazines, show a chronological and composite view of 
thousands of births from pregnancy to breastfeeding. Winant says that “Someone mentioned that 
I was ‘normalizing’ birth through this work, though I don’t think is quite right. I want to treat it 
as a critical and fascinating project, worthy of creative and intellectual study.”53 With the Tang 
exhibition and this exhibition and essay, I hoped to go beyond saying that the pregnant, birthing, 
and postpartum body is normal – which it absolutely is – but to say that it is worthy of many 
more years of exhibitions, essays, and artworks. Babies will be born, people will continue to give 
birth. Time has come to investigate the complexity and profundity of the process, and to make 
visible its intricacies.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                               
53 Carmen Winant, My Birth, https://www.moma.org/audio/playlist/49/745, March 18, 2018.  
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